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BIRDING BUZZ 
October 2022   Issue No. 19 

October is the month during which many migratory birds return to South Africa.  Migrating birds know no 
boundaries and undertake epic journeys each year. This issue will cover some of the wonders of migration 
and the amazing journeys made by many birds across the globe to South Africa. We focus on migrants 
that may be seen in or near Cape Town. We thank many of our young photographers for sharing some of 
their photographs. Other photographs are from the Bird Galleries on the CBC website.  Migration is a 
huge and fascinating topic, and we encourage you to read widely about it in books and on the Internet. 

MIGRATORY BIRDS IN SOUTH AFRICA  
Every year thousands of birds migrate to our country on the southern tip of the African continent to enjoy 
the spring and summer months here while the northern hemisphere is experiencing winter with its cold 
and snowy weather. More than 140 
migratory bird species have been recorded in 
South Africa.  

WHY DO BIRDS MIGRATE? 
Birds migrate in search of abundant summer 
food supplies. Migrating birds make use of the 
plentiful food supplies in one area to raise their 
chicks. Then, as winter approaches, they flee the 
cold weather and resulting insect and seed 
shortages to spend their non-breeding season in 
a summer area where food supplies are more 
plentiful. The majority of migrating bird species 
are insect-eaters and/or seed-eaters. Many 
migrating insect-eating birds are aerial feeders 
such as swallows, swifts, bee-eaters and nightjars 
which feed on the abundant insects in the open 
sky, especially plentiful during the warm summer 
months. Many waders are also migratory as the 
invertebrates they feed on are also more 
abundant in the warmer summer months. The 
problem is that long distances, sometimes even 
tens of thousands kilometres in length, and often 
between the northern and southern 
hemispheres, separate their destinations. They face many dangers along the way. They also do this journey twice a 
year!!! The survival of migratory birds depends on the availability of well-connected routes called FLYWAYS. The 
birds follow the best paths for them to fly in terms of distance, geographical barriers such as seas and mountains, 
favourable winds and stop-over sites where they can rest and refuel from reliable food sources before continuing 
their long journey. The stop-overs along their routes are just as important as their breeding and wintering sites. A  
problem is that  the habitat of many of these stopover sites is changing  because of global warming and also 
encroaching human habitation. Loss of suitable habitats and hunting present considerable dangers to the migrating 
birds.  
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It takes 28 days or more  for a Barn 
Swallow to fly from its breeding grounds 
in Britain to South Africa. They travel 
down through western France and 
eastern Spain into Morocco, before 
crossing the Sahara Desert and the 
Congo rainforest – finally reaching South 
Africa and Namibia in late September 
and October. Most leave again in the following April. Swallows migrate during daylight hours, flying quite low and 
covering about 320 kilometres each day. These swallows may be seen nearly anywhere on the Cape Peninsula, 
foraging in small or large groups. At night they congregate in large roosts in the extensive reedbeds 
at Strandfontein, Rondevlei and Rietvlei. 

Derek Longrigg 

BARN SWALLOW   

PALAEARCTIC MIGRANTS 
Research by National Geographic has shown that up to 4.5 billion PALAEARCTIC MIGRANTS representing around 
185 species, fly from Europe and Asia in the north to southern Africa and back every year. Interestingly, although 
they follow the same migration routes without fail, the route to their summer destination in the south may differ 
from the trip back home. They make this round trip twice a year.  

The amazing migration feats of the Arctic Tern are well-known. This 

medium-sized bird makes the longest migration of any animal, 
travelling 90 000 kilometres from Arctic to Antarctic and back again 
every year.  In 2015/16 one bird was tracked from its breeding 
ground in the Farne Islands in the Arctic, starting its migration near 
the end of July. It took a month to reach Cape Town. Then it moved 
into the Indian Ocean where it spent the month of October before 
moving to its next stop on the coast of Antarctica. After about a 
fortnight there, it made its way along the edge of the Antarctic 
continent and reached its end destination, the Weddell Sea, in 
February. It left again in late March and reached the Cape Peninsula 

a month later. It then migrated north along the west coast of Africa , and arrived in the Farne Islands again, near 
the beginning of May, to breed again. Over its 30 year lifespan, this record-breaking tern could be flying more 
than 3,2 million kilometres between the Farne Islands and Antarctica, the equivalent of almost four trips to the 
moon and back. 

Otto Schmidt 

 Ospreys migrate between the 

northern and southern 
hemispheres in many different 
parts of the world. They depend on 
fish to survive, so migrate between 
rivers, lakes, and coastal areas on 
either side of the equator. The 
Ospreys we see in the Western 
Cape come from northern and 
eastern Europe, some travelling 
almost 7000 kilometres from their 
breeding grounds to ‘overwinter’ here in our summer. They are non-
breeding while here. Generally solitary, they migrate alone, a journey 
that can take six weeks. They generally migrate during the day, and  
make stops along the way, spending several days at locations along the 
route, to hunt and rest. Ospreys mate for life. While the pair do not 
migrate together, they do return to the same nest site year after year to 
breed.   

ARCTIC TERN 

OSPREY 

Note how his fish prey 
faces forwards. 

Rhys Gwilliam  

Reading suggestion: Birds: The Inside Story—by Rael and Helene Loon. Struik,2005. Chapter 11. 

Do your own research on AMUR FALCONS and BAR-TAILED GODWITS, both of which make record-breaking 
migrations! 

Most birds migrate at night, navigating by the stars and the moon. The atmosphere is generally calmer at night, 
making it easier to maintain a steady course. Also daytime predators, such as hawks and falcons, pose a threat to 
migrating species that may be less acrobatic flyers. Flying at night allows these birds to take advantage of a time 
when many common predators are inactive. They rest and feed during the day in sheltered wooded areas. 
However, there are migrant species that fly during the day. Swallows and swifts are strictly diurnal (during daylight) 
migrants. Raptors rely on updrafts from thermal convection (air currents caused by solar heating), so they are also 
daytime travellers. At night swallows roost in huge flocks in reed-beds at traditional stop-over spots.  

https://birds4africa.org/2019/07/22/strandfontein-sewage-works/
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EUROPEAN HONEY BUZZARD 

Otto Schmidt 

Sandwich Terns breed in the Palaearctic from Europe 

to the Caspian Sea, wintering in South Africa as well as 
other southern hemisphere countries like India and Sri 
Lanka. They  are found around our coasts, as far north 
as Mozambique.  (Notice the yellow tip at the end of 
this tern’s dark beak—just as if he has “dipped it into 
butter to make the sandwich” - an easy ID tip.) They 
are called ‘Sandwich Terns’ after the name of a town in 
the south of England, one of their breeding places. 

European Bee-eaters breed in southern Europe and parts of Asia. 

As the breeding season comes to an end around the latter half of July, 
they begin their migration south – trading the harsh northern 
hemisphere winters for the warm, pleasant summers of Southern 
Africa.  They typically migrate in groups of 20–40 birds, flying mostly 
during the daytime. They will, however, fly long distances at night 
when there are no suitable stopping places, such as over the Sahara 
Desert. They usually arrive in South Africa around October and begin 
their return journey to their northern breeding ground in April, 
arriving about a month later, in May.  EUROPEAN BEE-EATER 

The Common 
(Steppe) Buzzard’s 
breeding range 
extends across over 
much of Europe 
and  as far as 
northwestern China, 
Siberia and 
Mongolia. Over 
much of its range, it 
is a year-round 

resident. However, those from the colder parts of the northern 
hemisphere, as well as those that breed in the eastern part of 
their range, typically migrate south to our country (and much of 
southern, east and central Africa) to escape the cold winters in 
their breeding areas. They can be seen in all South African 
provinces between September and April.  

The European Honey Buzzards that are 
found in South Africa in the summer come 
from their breeding grounds in North Eastern 
Europe and the far north of Russia. Their 
annual trip to South Africa is about 10 000 
kilometres one way. They arrive around 
November and set out on the return journey in 
April, the journey taking 45—50 days each way.  
Honey Buzzards migrate diurnally, relying on 
magnetic orientation to find their way south, as 
well as a visual memory of geographical 
features such as mountain ranges and rivers 
along the way. They avoid large expanses of 
water over which they cannot soar, and cross 
the Mediterranean Sea over its narrowest 
stretches, such as at the Gibraltor Strait, the 
Messina Strait or the Bosphorus. Otherwise, 
they fly overland via Lebanon or Israel. (Look at 
a map!) 

EUROPEAN HONEY BUZZARD 

Otto Schmidt 

COMMON BUZZARD 

WINNERS OF THE SEPTEMBER 2022 

COMPETITION 

WELL DONE! 

MAYA HANSEN—wins R300  

SOPHIE VAN SEIDEL—wins a copy of 

Faansie’s Bird Book: a fully fledged 

guide … for kids. 

SANDWICH  TERN  flying over  Greater Crested 
Terns  

Rhys Gwilliam 

Correct answers to Sept. competition: 1D, 

2H, 3E, 4I, 5J, 6N, 7K, 8F, 9G, 10C, 1M, 12A. 

Graham Pringle 
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 INTRA-AFRICAN MIGRANTS 

Intra-African migrants move only within the African continent, migrating between their breeding and non-breeding 
areas. These movements are governed largely by the availability of food sources, which in turn depends on the wet 
seasons in the different parts of Africa.  The birds migrate between the southern and northern parts of the 
continent and the equatorial regions (near the equator). Many of the intra-African migrants that visit South Africa 
breed here in our summer, for example, many of the cuckoos, Greater Striped Swallow, African Reed Warbler and 
Wahlberg’s Eagle (found in KNP).   Others  breed north of the equator and move south in their non-breeding 
season.  Some species, like the Red-Chested Cuckoo and the Diederik Cuckoo, breed in both northern and southern 
Africa and converge  to spend their non-breeding season in the tropics, near the equator. 

 

The Greater-Striped Swallow 

remains on the African continent, 
wintering in southern Zaire, Tanzania and 
northern Angola, and spends the summer 
months in Southern Africa, during which 
time it will breed and raise its young.  It is 
common in Cape Town, usually building 
its elaborately funnelled nest under 
bridges. It is usually found in pairs and 
breeds mainly from September to April. 
An interesting fact is that its nests may be 
taken over and used by the White-
rumped Swift (also an intra-African 
migrant), which adds feathers to the nest 

which protrude from the entrance.  

Daryl de Beer 

GREATER  

STRIPED 
SWALLOW White-throated Swallows are 

common in Cape Town in the summer 
months, arriving from August (thus 
arriving earlier than the Barn Swallow.) 
They  breed in South Africa, and leave in 
April, to fly northwards as our winter 
and colder weather approach. They 
build their nests under many of the 
multiple bridges that cross canals and 
rivers. At Rondevlei they are easily seen 
near the bird hides.  

WHITE-THROATED SWALLOW 

Rhys Gwilliam 

Yellow-billed Kites breed in South Africa during summer after 

arriving in September/October. They migrate north  to central-east 
Africa during late March during our winter. Although they appear 
large, they only hunt prey like rodents, frogs and insects, but will also 
spend much of the day on the wing scavenging. They are, in our early 
summer, a common sight as they ‘hawk’ insects — swirling about in 
large numbers. They move their tails a lot to help them make sudden 
changes of direction. 

YELLOW-BILLED KITE 

KLAAS’S CUCKOO 

Zoe Lunau-Johns 

Brodie Pascoe 

AFRICAN PARADISE  

FLYCATCHER 

African Paradise Flycatchers are fairly common in the southern 

African region, and migrate to warmer parts of the continent, including 
the north-east coast of South Africa, during the cold winter months. They 
breed here in summer. 

In Southern Africa, cuckoos are all 

migrants, although Klaas’s Cuckoo 
may be resident all year in some places. 
Certainly in Cape Town there are some 
resident birds. Those that do migrate 

are absent from 
the region for 
most of the year, 
only moving down 
from further north 
in Africa during the 
rainy season.  

DIEDERIK CUCKOO 

Rhys Gwilliam 

Lesley Bust 


